The discovery that finally turned cosmology into a hard science has scooped this year's Nobel Prize in Physics. John Mather and George Smoot's measurements of the earliest moments of the Universe, made with the COBE (Cosmic Background Explorer) satellite, created a whole field of research and captured the imagination of millions around the world.
in California, was in charge of seeking slight fluctuations in the temperature of the microwave background. These are the imprint of the Universe's early structure -the clumps of matter that formed the seeds of today's galaxies and stars. Detecting this anisotropy was a feat that some thought beyond the sensitivity of COBE. "A lot of people thought they weren't going to find anything," says Tegmark.
But in 1992 Smoot announced to worldwide acclaim that he had found the ripples. This was the strongest evidence so far that the Big Bang happened. "Anisotropy is like looking at the fossil record and having that exposed for the first time, " says Anthony Lasenby of the University of Cambridge, UK.
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